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It has often been argued that young woman’s magazine’s, like Cosmopolitan, Cleo Dolly 
and Seventeen, constitute a significant instrument in the patriarchal repression of young 
women - their hegemonic success lying in the fact that they appear to be sites wherein 
young women are ‘free’ from the elements of coercion so obviously in evidence within 
other terrains, such as the school and the family.  This paper will suggest an alternative 
approach to these magazines.  Rather than locating such texts within an overall model of 
repression and patriarchal domination, it will be argued here that they can be regarded as 
practical manuals which enrol young women to do specific kinds of work on themselves.  
In doing so, they form an effective link between the governmental imperatives aimed at 
constructing particular personas (such as, for example, ‘the sexually responsible young 
woman’), and the actual practices whereby these imperatives are operationalised.  These 
manuals do not prevent young women from learning to ‘project a unique self’, they 
constitute a significant source of practices and techniques through which particular types of 




In The Media,  Keith Windshuttle (1984, p. 47) contends that, from the mid-1970s to the 
mid-1980s, there has been a decisive growth in the area of specialist women’s 
magazines.  Leaving aside such general titles as Women’s Day and New Idea (whose 
circulation has remained fairly static), the readership of titles specifically aimed at 
young women alone has increased by 2500%.  Magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Cleo, 
Dolly, Seventeen, Honey and Elle, provide an extensive array of choices for young 
women.  These choices cover a range of ages.  For example, Dolly and Seventeen are 
primarily aimed at teenagers, Honey and Elle are directed towards teenagers and 
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women in their early twenties, while both Cosmopolitan and Cleo are marketed at a 
range which begins in the late teens and ends in the thirties.  As a consequence of the 
enormous size and range of this market, Windshuttle states that anyone wishing to 
understand the condition of young women, or the relations between the sexes:  
 
needs to come to terms with the contents of women’s magazines.  Young women buy 
them in very large numbers .. .  just about every female beyond early childhood ...  sees 
one of these magazines regularly.  Hence, whatever attitude one takes to them, it must 
be acknowledged that their influence is pervasive. (Windshuttle, 1984, p. 247) 
This ‘pervasive influence’ has been the subject of considerable discussion.  In The 
Feminine Mystique,  Betty Friedan (1963) was one of the first to argue that such an 
influence was almost entirely negative.  She claims that these magazines have a 
significant part to play in reinforcing the subordinate status of women.  
 
Friedan is not alone in this analysis.  There is now a considerable literature which 
supports this viewpoint (Kaiser, 1979; Wilson, 1981; Sullivan and O’Connor, 1988; 
Pierce, 1990; Demarest and Garner, 1992).  According to McRobbie (1982, p. 268), 
young women’s magazines constitute a highly effective ideological site for the 
transmission of patriarchal values.  Its success lies in the fact that it appears to be a site 
wherein young women are ‘free’ from the elements of coercion so obviously in 
evidence within other terrains, such as the school and the family, thus it is the illusion 
of freedom that is pursued within the covers of magazines.  McRobbie looks forward to 
the production of a magazine for young women which does not simply, but subtly, 
‘reflect styles created by men to transform them into junior sex-objects’ (McRobbie, 
1982, p. 282).   The production of such a magazine will form one part of a counter-
hegemonic process whereby young women learn to deconstruct the dominant, 
oppressive models of femininity, and, in the words of Ann Snitow (1984, cited in 
Gilbert and Taylor, 1991, p. 103), learn to ‘project a unique self’.  
 
 Identity Management and Young Women’s Magazines 
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This paper will propose an alternative understanding of young women’s magazines.  
Rather than locating such texts within an overall model of repression and patriarchal 
domination, it will be argued here that they can be regarded as practical manuals which 
enrol young women to do specific kinds of work on themselves.  In doing so, they form 
an effective link between the governmental imperatives aimed at constructing particular 
personas (such as, for example, ‘the sexually responsible young women’), and the 
actual practices whereby these imperatives are operationalised.  These manuals do not 
prevent young women from learning to ‘project a unique self’, they constitute a 
significant source of practices and techniques through which particular types of self are 
shaped.  
 
In spite of some slight variations, the content of young women’s magazines appears to 
be fairly consistent: men and sex, fashion and beauty, celebrity gossip and advice 
(Windschuttle, 1984).  Kathryn McMahon (1990) takes this analysis one stage further 
when she argues that, in effect, these apparently separate areas are simply variations on 
one central subject: sex.  In her article, ‘The Cosmopolitan Ideology and the 
Management of Desire’, she analyses the content of Cosmopolitan magazine over a 
twelve year period, from 1976 to 1988.  She found that the articles fell into six 
categories: (1) relationships with men, 77 articles; (2) the lives of celebrities, 51 
articles; (3) advice about sex, 49 articles; (4) beauty, diet and health, 34 articles (5) 
psychological advice, 30 articles; and (6) work and money, 23 articles.  She then goes 
on to say that these categories are actually misleading, since most were actually about 
sex anyway. 
 
For instance, articles in the category of relationships with men and articles about the 
live of celebrities contained sexually explicit material and dealt with sexual relationships 
.. .  Those articles in the category of beauty, diet and health were most often 
prescriptives on how to recreate oneself as a desired object.  Those articles in the 
category of psychological problems and advice .. .  contained advice on depression after 
a relationship breakup, starting over after an affair, and sexual behaviours.  Those 
articles about work and money eroticised relations of power on the job. (McMahon, 
1990, p. 385)  
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Magazines aimed at the younger end of the market, such as Jackie and Dolly, have a 
similar, if more muted, preoccupation with sex and sexuality.  Although there is no 
explicit sex in these stories, the pivotal moment in almost all cases concerns ‘the kiss’ - 
preparing for it,  selecting the right partner for it,  and making sure that no other girl 
gets in first (Gilbert and Taylor, 1991, p. 88).  In direct correlation with the perceived 
degree of sexual maturity, magazines such as Jackie, Seventeen and Dolly suggests 
practices and techniques aimed at how to talk to boys (` Ten Guy Goof-Up You Gotta 
Avoid’ - Teen, March 1993), various ways of acquiring a first boyfriend (` Are You a 
Flirt?’ Dolly, March 1994), getting him to ask you out (` Making the First Move?’ - 
Seventeen,  October 1993),  managing both the first date (` The First Date: don’t blow 
it’ - Dolly,  October 1994) and the first kiss (` Pucker Up’ -  Seventeen, February 1992), 
and so on.   
 
In contrast to this, magazines like Cosmopolitan and Cleo are aimed at a more mature 
market, and consequently address topics such as, how to assess the suitability of a 
prospective lover (` Weenie or Whopper: can you assess his size without taking his 
clothes off?’ - Cleo, February 1994), strategies for picking up men (` How Men Want 
To Be Seduced’ - Cosmopolitan, December 1994), specific sexual techniques (` The 
Seven Things All Men Love in Bed’ - Cleo, July, 1994), and for keeping sex interesting 
in a relationship (` Warm, Wet and Wild’ - Cosmopolitan, February 1994).  
 
Modes of Persuasion 
Those young women who decide to adopt some (or all) of the practices constitutive of, 
for example, a ‘Cosmo Girl’, including sexual practices, do not make these choices at 
random.  They are persuaded to adhere to the ‘Cosmo’ sexual code in a variety of 
different ways.  For example, they are persuaded by the promise of being sexually 
‘self-fulfilled’, by the desire not to be considered abnormal by their peers, by concerns 
over venereal disease, by worries about being overlooked by men, and so on.  Each of 
these incitements play a part in convincing young women, within the context of the 
magazines they read, to shape themselves in particular ways (Foucault, 1987).  
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In January of 1980, Cosmopolitan magazine conducted an extensive survey of sexual 
practices among its readership.  There were over 100,000 replies (as compared to only 
6,000 in the Kinsey Report (1953) and only 3,000 in the Hite Report (1981)).  It was 
published in the September issue of the magazine as ‘The Sexual Profile of that 
Cosmopolitan Girl’, then later as The Cosmo Report (1981).  It is significant that the 
report began its introduction with the following raison-d’etre for the research: 
 
. . .what about you and me?  Are our sexual practices and feelings typical? (Typical of 
whom?)  Are we in tune with the times, or woefully behind or eccentrically ahead of 
them? (Where do we fit in?  Is there some way we can measure ourselves?) (Wolfe, 
1981, p. 17) 
 
With chapters entitled, ‘The Whens, Wheres and How-Oftens of Sex’, ‘Sexual 
Practices’, ‘Orgasm with  a Partner’, and ‘Lovers’, the report sets out in precise detail 
just what constitutes sexual normality for young women.  Furthermore, with a chapter 
on ‘Sexual Fantasies and Dreams,’ even the subjectivity of ‘the Cosmo Girl’ can be 
assessed and normalised.  McMahon (1990, p. 390) sums up this process when she 
states that Cosmo Report represents ‘the construction of the norm as ideal: the 
Cosmopolitan Girl.   The reader is expected to compare, which implies judgement, her 
own sexual experience in relation to this construct’.  This form of normalising within 
Cosmopolitan is not only common to most young women’s magazines, but also to most 
other manuals on youth and sex.  For example, one book on adolescent ‘sexuality’ sums 
up this issue by arguing: ‘many young people are worried about their sexuality and fear 
that they have problems simply because they lack information about what is normal 
(Collins and Harper, 1978, p. 129).   
 
Of all the normative knowledges specifying young people as their object, two are 
particularly influential: psychology and medicine.  In particular, psychology has a pre-
eminent status in the management of subjectivity.  The success of psychology (along 
with its associated disciplines) is symptomatic, not only of the growth in the 
knowledges claiming professional expertise within this domain, but also of their value 
in the government of populations.  However, these disciplines should not be understood 
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solely in terms of their immediate regulative utility.  They have also become axiomatic 
to constructing the practices by which a ‘self’ is formed and directed: this includes 
mechanisms of self-understanding and evaluation, ways of thinking and talking about 
personal feelings, procedures for managing emotions, and so on (Rose, 1990, p.3).   
 
A concern for normal sexual and mental development of their readers is particularly 
evident within young women’s magazines. Indeed, in ` Are Those Sex Articles Really 
Necessary?’ Cosmopolitan (October 1993, p. 91) argues that magazines, such as itself, 
have a crucial role to play in producing an emotionally healthy population.  After all,  
such publications invariably offer psychological advice to help readers overcome their 
social and sexual problems, and this advice is one of the few sources of information 
consistently available to young women.   
 
The second mode of subjectification which warrants commentary involves the 
scientisation, and in particular, the medicalisation of sex.  Magazines such as 
Seventeen, Dolly, Cosmopolitan and Cleo all contain sections which provide medical 
advice for readers.  This advice is most frequently regarding sexual problems.  For 
example, the ‘problem clinic’ in Cosmopolitan deals with issues such as concerns over 
frequency of masturbation, difficulties in having successful sexual intercourse, 
anatomical questions about genitals, worries about contraception and sexual transmitted 
diseases, and so on  (Windschuttle, 1984, p. 253).  Even those parts of young women’s 
magazines which are not specifically addressing medical problems, still adopt a 
scientific tone when dispensing advice:       
 
In general, the sexual self-government of young women is most frequently driven by a 
scientific emphasis on the consequences of bad management - in particular, unwanted 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.  Certainly, these problems do occupy a 
pivotal position within many manuals on sex education, in that they locate young 
women as a category which is inherently ‘at-risk’ from these misfortunes, yet able to be 
saved through appropriate instruction (Potter and Smith, 1976; Hyde, 1979).  However, 
the consequences of being allocated ‘at-risk’ status do not end simply with the provision 
of adequate knowledge about the mechanics of sex.  Rather, young women has become 
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an object of concern for a network of knowledges, professional groups, strategies and 
manuals which advocate and inculcate the practices of self-management necessary to 
avoid ‘trouble’ - be that getting pregnancy or catching a sexually transmitted disease.  
 
Importantly,  the processes of self-government necessary to avoid venereal disease by 
no means just revolves around instilling the reflex of using a condom, although it is not 
irrelevant.  The central issue is really the moral problematisation of promiscuity, in that 
the programmes of self-management aimed at young women are more ethical than 
prophylactic.  While Cosmopolitan, which champions the right of single young women 
to have a sex life, continually stresses the importance of taking measures to prevent 
sexually transmitted diseases, it also emphasises the importance of restraint and 
responsibility when having sex.  That is, successful promiscuity (however limited) has 
to be carefully managed - i.e., ` sleep with different men, [just] make sure it’s safe sex’ 
(Cosmopolitan, September 1995, p. 52).  More frequently, magazines aimed at a 
younger market warn against the social and medical consequences of becoming a ‘slag’ 
- ‘flirts or sexually permissive women who flaunt their desire’ (Gilbert and Taylor, 
1991, p. 82).  This is generally accomplished indirectly through articles such as ` We 
Had Sex and then He Dumped He’ (Girlfriend, October 1994), ` I Had Sex With Him 
and Now I’m Sorry’ (Teen, March 1993) and ` I Got Drunk and Lost My Virginity’ 
(Dolly, October 1994). 
 
Practices of the Self 
Governmental imperatives aimed at modifying the sexual conduct of the population do 
not operate simply by the power of decree.  Rather, specific categories of person are 
recruited into programmes of self-reformation (Foucault, 1988).  For example, the 
programmes which develop out of governmental concerns over an issue such as teenage 
pregnancies, do not simply translate, at some later date, into an improvement in the 
relevant statistics.  Instead, they operate by enlisting young women into doing specific 
kinds of work on the self - to shape the self, in this case, into the image of the ‘sexually 
responsible young woman’.  This work takes the form of the adoption of various 
‘practices of the self’.   
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The case of young women’s magazines provides an important example of this process.  
As mentioned previously, they provide a useful link between specific governmental 
aspirations, and the adoption, by a targeted population, of practices which go some way 
towards realising those aspirations.  Such magazines provide a medium through which 
broad governmental programmes actually get taken up as practices of self-government 
by young women.   
 
These practices are diverse.  Self-interrogation, for example, is now one of the central 
practices by which self-knowledge is gained.  However, this practice is not a 
fundamental and inevitable part of what it means to be human, any more than is having 
a moral conscience.  Rather, it is a particular historical and cultural attribute.  There 
now seems nothing unusual about the extensive and repetitive self-interrogation that 
young women’s magazines require from their readers.  Young women are continually 
enjoined to scrutinise all aspects of themselves: their sense of fashion, their body shape, 
their sexual preferences, their libido, their fantasies, their readiness for marriage, their 
fidelity, and so on.  Indeed, the ‘test yourself’ questionnaire is a standard device within 
most women’s magazines.  Readers can assess themselves ‘objectively’ and adjust their 
conduct/thoughts/aspirations accordingly.  In this manner, self-interrogation gains the 
status of an exercise in scientific inquiry.  Although some part of the magazine appear 
to be simply informative (sex, celebrities, fashion, advice), even these provide a set of 
measures - an ideal - against which young women are expected to measure themselves.  
Ultimately, figures such as ‘the Cosmo girl’ affect the sexual conduct of young women, 
not simply because they provide a high-visibility role model, but because they cause 
young women to evaluate themselves in relation to this model, to scrutinise their 
shortcomings and then embark upon various projects of self-modification. 
 
Importantly, these practices of self-interrogation have largely operated in tandem with a 
second practice - the confession.  Like the practice of self-interrogation, the confession 
also has a significant role within young women’s magazines.  First,  it is common for 
such magazines to provide a regular forum for readers to write in and share their 
experiences.  Essay-length letters are published detailing everything from birth to 
bereavement, from sexual experimentation to sexual abuse, and from happy beginnings 
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to unhappy endings.  This process is deemed to be therapeutic for the writer, as well as 
entertaining, informative and cautionary for the reader.  Second, advice within these 
magazines is most frequently dispensed through direct replies to reader’s letters.  
Features such as the ‘problem page’ and the ‘doctor’s clinic’ combine the confessional 
with the process of government through expertise.  Whether the problems are medical, 
psychological or ethical, readers confess to experts, who offer advice and guidance, 
which is then, in turn, translated into self-government.  It can be argued that the 
phenomenal response to the questionnaire on sexual conduct published in Cosmopolitan 
(which gave rise to the Cosmo Report), is an example of the widespread elaboration of 
confessional practices.  Young women were asked to detail the most intimate aspects of 
their sexuality for the magazine’s survey, to which over 100,000 complied.  
Furthermore, within magazines like Cosmopolitan, it is often not simply the women 
who are urged to confess the most intimate details of their sexual practices and 
fantasies.  Readers are also enjoined to persuade their boyfriends, lovers and husbands 
to confess their sexual secrets - secrets which have permitted, in turn, the construction 
of a parallel persona to the ` Cosmo Girl’: the ` Cosmo Man’. (` A Survey For Him’ - 
Cosmopolitan, September 1995).  Significantly, this willingness to confess not only 
provides, in this instance, the raw material for the construction of the ‘Cosmo Girl’ 
(and Man), it also provides, in a broader sense, the raw material by which government 
can operate effectively.  That is,  the confession is not only a ‘practice of the self’, it is 
also an important technique of government.  
 
However, in spite of the centrality of self-interrogation and incitations to speak as 
practices of ethical self-management, not all practices of the self constitutive of a young 
women’s habitus are directed at mental or spiritual development.  Some are directed at 
the body itself.  Instructing readers on how to acquire specific bodily practices 
constitutes an important component of young women’s magazines.  McRobbie (1982), 
in her analysis of Jackie, contends that the magazine makes it clear that the successful 
acquisition of femininity (in the style championed by the magazine) is not a fait 
accompli for all teenagers.  Rather, becoming the kind of young woman that Jackie 
considers appropriate, requires hard work.  This work involves, in part,  learning to use 
the body in certain ways: 
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Another useful expression though, is the pathetic appealing look, which brings out a 
boy’s protective instinct and has him desperate to get you another drink/help you on 
with your coat/give you a lift home.  It’s best done by opening your eyes wide and 
dropping the mouth open a little looking (hanging your head slightly) directly into the 
eyes of the boy you’re talking to.  Practice this.  (Jackie, cited in McRobbie, 1982, p. 
263) 
 
Such techniques of the body are also detailed in magazines like Cosmopolitan and Cleo. 
 Aside from the wealth of articles on diet and exercise regimen, these magazines also 
suggest appropriate bodily techniques for matters as specific as ‘eating while listening 
intently to a man talking’, and as general as ‘how to be sexy’ (Dienstfrey, 1988).  
Indeed, the techniques of the body associated with sexual conduct are often quite 
explicit, such as those detailing bodily techniques getting more satisfaction out of sex 
(` The Orgasm Workout: clench your way to ecstasy’ - Cleo, January 1994).  
Furthermore, articles based around the theme of ‘What Women Do Wrong in Bed’ 
(Cosmopolitan, June 1983) are especially frequent.  Detailed instructions are given in a 
variety of sexual techniques, techniques which then constitute an important part of 
every ‘Cosmo Girl’s’ erotic repertoire (` Drive Him Wild’ - Cleo, February 1994).  
 
To summarise: techniques of ethical self-formation are central to the management of 
sexual conduct, since they constitute an integral part of the ‘habitus’ by which young 
people are shaped.  Such practices are not restricted to adoption of certain stylistic 
codes.  They also include a multiplicity of mental, spiritual and physical practices, such 
as self-interrogation, incitements to confession, specific ways of sitting and walking, the 
regulation of the body through exercise and diet.   
 
At this point in the paper, it is important to make two qualifying points.  The first is 
that young women’s magazines are by no means the only manuals which detail ways of 
constructing an appropriate ‘self’.  Such manuals are widespread, encompassing all 
aspects of identity formation.  For example, books such as Kaye Wellings’ (1986) First 
Love, First Sex,  (endorsed by the Federation of Family Planning Associations), covers 
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much of the same ground as the magazines, although in a more academic and 
therapeutic register.  This book also includes advice/directions on dancing, dating, 
kissing, petting, masturbation, first intercourse, etc.  It even includes a chapter entitled 
‘Am I normal?’, a description of introspective techniques for getting through ‘to the 
real person underneath’, and directions on appropriate bodily gestures and posture.   
 
The second point is that neither the array of possible sexual/social identities, nor the 
various practices of self-formation detailed by young women’s magazines,  are adopted 
unproblematically by the readers.  Young women take a multitude of positions with 
regards to these texts: they can be read for information, for guidance, for amusement, 
for boredom relief, or simply for the horoscopes; the identities on offer can be taken 
up, disregarded, overlooked, built-upon, mutated, adopted partially or adopted 
sporadically; likewise, the techniques of the self proposed by these magazines can be 
utilised, experimented with, adapted, laughed at, or just plain ignored.  This is not to 
suggest that such manuals of self-formation are therefore unsuccessful, rather that the 
relationship between the content of young women’s magazines and specific practical 




The arguments in this paper concern the manner in which young people learn to 
construct specific types of relationships with themselves.  The intention has been to 
provide a set of tools for approaching the issue of young women’s magazines which 
avoids some of the problems associated with critical theory - a paradigm which 
translates such magazines almost exclusively in terms of social control.  The critical 
approach neatly delineates the good from the bad, the dominant from the counter-
hegemonic, and the oppressors from the victims.  Such domain assumptions lead to a 
predictable conclusion: femininity is shaped by domination and repression.  
 
In contrast to this approach, it has been contended that the Foucauldian reinterpretation 
of power as productive and organisational opens up research to a variety of conclusions, 
conclusions which can be assessed from case to case.  This is not to say that the 
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exercise of power cannot still be coercive; however, it has been argued that, for the 
most part,  contemporary forms of rule operate by targeting populations, organising 
their conduct and capacities, and channelling their aspirations.  Young women’s 
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